Peroxidase-anti-peroxidase detection of hepatitis B surface and core antigen in liver biopsy specimens from patients with chronic type B hepatitis.
Liver biopsy specimens from 58 American patients with chronic type B hepatitis were investigated for the presence and distribution of the hepatitis B core (HBcAg) and surface (HBsAg) antigens by peroxidase-anti-peroxidase techniques. HBsAg was detected in 43 (77%) and HBcAg in 52 (90%) patients. HBcAg was present in 50 of 51 (98%) patients with hepatitis B e antigen (HBeAg) but in only two of seven (29%) of patients with antibody to HBeAg (anti-HBe). There was no correlation between severity of hepatitis or height of aminotransferase activities and the amount of HBsAg or HBcAg in hepatocytes but there was a positive correlation between amount of HBcAg and height of HBV-DNA and DNA polymerase activity in serum. Follow-up liver biopsies, taken 1 to 3 yr later, were available from 39 patients. HBcAg remained detectable in 25 of 26 patients with persistence of HBeAg but disappeared in 12 patients who had lost HBeAg. In nine patients, HBcAg was cytoplasmic as well as nuclear in distribution. Seven of these patients had an intense lobular hepatitis with marked elevations in aminotransferase activities. These findings indicate that the amount of HBcAg in liver correlates with the amount of serum hepatitis B virus as quantified by serum levels of DNA polymerase and HBV-DNA. The amount of nuclear HBcAg does not correlate with the severity of the liver disease, but the presence of cytoplasmic HBcAg usually reflects an active and severe ongoing hepatitis.